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

 Breast Cancer UK do not support research projects which involve animal 
experiments or materials derived from animal experiments. 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/DNA
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/programmed-cell-death
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/antiangiogenic-activity
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/metastatic-carcinoma
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/antiinflammatory-activity
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/antiinflammatory-activity
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Evidence for a link to breast cancer according 

to Cancer Australia  and WCRF       

WHO  and WCRF  recommended intake General recommendations for a healthy diet (WHO 

and WCRF ) 

Fats Dietary fat intake (total) and risk of breast 

cancer: inconclusive (s. "Criteria for grading 

evidence " in the glossary)

Less than 30% of  total energy intake from 

fats; 

Less than 10% of total energy intake as 

saturated fats; 

Less than 1% of total energy intake as 

trans fat

Consume unsaturated fats (e.g. found in olive oils; 

fish);

Avoid saturated fats (e.g. found in fatty meat and 

palm oil) 

Limit intake of trans-fats of all kinds (e.g. found in 

doughnuts and baked goods)

Carbohydrates Dietary fibre, sugar (sucrose); other sugars; 

sugary foods and drinks; carbohydrate; 

starch; glycaemic index; glycaemic load  and 

risk of breast cancer: inconclusive

Less than 10% (preferably less than 5%) of 

total energy intake from free sugars. 

Recommended amount of dietary fibre: 

30 g/day 

Consume natural, minimally processed foods and 

whole grains (e.g. whole wheat bread); 

Avoid highly processed foods made with refined 

flour (e.g. white bread) and sugary foods (e.g. 

cookies and soft drinks) 

Fruits & 

Vegetables

Fruit intake  and breast cancer risk: 

inconclusive; 

Vegetables (non–starchy)  and decreased risk 

of breast cancer: suggestive;  

Foods containing carotenoids  and decreased 

risk of breast cancer: suggestive 

At least 400 g 

(i.e. five portions) of fruit and vegetables 

per day (excluding potatoes, sweet 

potatoes, cassava and other starchy roots)

Consume large quantities of vegetables especially 

those that contain carotenoids found in green leafy 

vegetables (e.g. kale, spinach) and coloured fruits 

(e.g. kiwi, tomatoes), especially in the presence of 

fats as well as non-starchy vegetables e.g. 

aubergine and leek

Meat & other 

protein

Processed meat  and increased risk of breast 

cancer: suggestive (Cancer Australia 

conclusion only);

Red meat and risk of breast cancer: 

inconclusive

No more than 3 portions (350–500g (about 

12–18oz cooked weight) of cooked red 

meat per week; 

Very little, if any, processed meat

Reduce meat consumption and replace it with 

other protein sources, e.g. legumes, nuts, eggs, 

fish, tofu or mycoprotein

Vitamin D Vitamin D  and risk of breast cancer:

inconclusive

Depending on your skin type:

9-25 min. of sunlight/day in the UK at 

lunchtime to meet vitamin D 

requirements  for year-round needs 

(forearms and lower legs are exposed);

In the absence of endogenous 

production: 600 IU/day (15 mg/day) 

supplement for children and adults up to 

50 years of age 

Get vitamin D through moderate sunlight on skin 

and from a balanced diet (March-September) ; No 

need to take a vitamin D supplement during these 

months; 

Get vitamin D from your diet (Autumn and winter) ; 

If you can’t, consider taking a daily supplement 

during this time

25-Hydroxyvitamin D (25[OH]D) serves as a marker 

for the assessment of the vitamin D supply; 

Recommended serum concentration of 25(OH)D: 20 

ng/ml

Dairy & 

Calcium

Dairy intake and dietary calcium  and 

decreased risk of breast cancer: suggestive

No specific guidelines Consume dairy products with as few additives as 

possible, e.g. natural yogurt with no added sugar

Soy Soy and breast cancer risk: inconclusive One to two portions of soy food/day 

(isoflavone content approx. 25-50mg) are 

considered safe for everyone (incl. breast 

cancer patients and breast cancer 

survivors); 1 portion = 100 g tofu or 250 ml 

soymilk

Reach for natural, not highly processed soy 

products such as tofu, edamame and tempeh 

(fermented soybeans)

Alcohol Alcohol and increased risk of breast cancer: 

suggestive

Do not drink alcohol If you drink, then drink as little as possible;

(Check out UK Guidelines for more information) 

Salt Salt  intake and breast cancer:

evidence of no association

Keep salt intake to less than 5g per day Reduce salt intake for other health reasons (e.g. 

hypertension)

Body weight Higher adult body fatness throughout 

adulthood  and increased risk of 

postmenopausal breast cancer: convincing;

Adult weight gain and increased risk of 

postmenopausal breast cancer: convincing

Energy intake (calories) should be in 

balance with energy expenditure

Be at a healthy weight: Body Mass Index (BMI) is a 

simple way to find out whether you’re a healthy 

weight for your height (BMI of 18.5–24.9);

Be physically active for at least 30 minutes every 

day, and sit less
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Briefing | Flame retardants

11 

BCUK Background Briefing | Nutrition and Breast Cancer Risk BCUK Background Briefing | Nutrition and Breast Cancer Risk 

http://www.breastcanceruk.org.uk/
mailto:info@breastcanceruk.org.uk


Briefing | Flame retardants

12 

BCUK Background Briefing | Nutrition and Breast Cancer Risk 

Angiogenesis: Formation of new blood vessels; plays a critical role in the growth of cancer because solid tumours 

need a blood supply for growth. 

Antioxidant: Substance that protects cells from damage caused by free radicals (unstable molecules generated by 

oxidation during normal metabolism). Examples include beta-carotene, lycopene, vitamins A, C, and E. Free radicals 

may play a role in cancer, heart disease, and other diseases of ageing.  

Apoptosis: Method the body uses to get rid of unneeded or abnormal cells; this process may be blocked in cancer 

cells.  

Biomarker: Biological molecule found in blood, other body fluids, or tissues that is a sign of a normal or abnormal 

process, or of a condition or disease. A biomarker may be used to see how well the body responds to a treatment for 

a disease or condition. 

Carbohydrates: Sugar molecules which can be small and simple (for example, glucose) or they can be large and 

complex (for example, polysaccharides such as starch, chitin or cellulose). 

Carotenoid: Yellow, red, or orange substance found mostly in plants, including carrots, dark green leafy vegetables, 

many fruits, grains, and oils. Some carotenoids are changed into vitamin A in the body and some are being studied in 

the prevention of cancer.  

Cholesterol: Sterol compound found in most tissues. Cholesterol and its derivatives are important constituents of 

cell membranes and precursors of other steroid compounds. 

Criteria for grading evidence: Convincing: There is compelling and consistent evidence that the factor is associated 

with risk of breast cancer. Probable: The factor is likely to be associated with risk1 of breast cancer, but the 

evidence is not as strong as for Convincing. Suggestive: The evidence is suggestive of an association between the 

factor and risk1 of breast cancer but there is not sufficiently strong evidence to be more certain. Inconclusive: The 

evidence is too limited to determine the likelihood of an association with risk of breast cancer. Evidence of no 

association: There is consistent evidence from good quality studies to show that the factor neither increases nor 

decreases the risk of breast cancer.  

Differentiation: Processes by which immature cells become mature cells with specific functions. 

Dose–response: Relationship between exposure/dose and response/effect that can be established by measuring the 

response relative to an increasing dose. 

ER-: see “Oestrogen-receptor-negative” 

Er+: see “Oestrogen-receptor-positive” 

Glycaemic index (GI): Value assigned to foods based on how slowly or how quickly those foods cause increases in 

blood glucose levels. Foods low on the GI scale tend to release glucose slowly and steadily. 

Glycaemic load (GL): Value that takes into account both the GI of the food and the amount of carbohydrate in a 

portion. GL is based on the idea that a high GI food consumed in small quantities would have the same effect on 
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blood glucose levels as larger quantities of a low GI food. GL is calculated by multiplying the GI by the amount of 

carbohydrates (in grams) in a serving of food. 

Haem iron: Iron bound to haemoglobin and found in animal tissue. Iron is an important dietary mineral that is 

involved in various bodily functions, including transport of oxygen in the blood.   

Heterocyclic amine: Carcinogen that is formed when meat, poultry, or fish is cooked at high temperatures, such as 

frying, broiling, and barbecuing. 

Hormone receptor negative: Cells that do not have a group of proteins that bind to a specific hormone. For example, 

some breast cancer cells do not have receptors for the hormones oestrogen or progesterone. These cells are 

hormone receptor negative and they do not need oestrogen or progesterone to grow. 

IGF-1: see “Insulin-like growth factor 1” 

Inflammatory cytokines: Type of protein that is made by certain immune and non-immune cells and promotes 

inflammation.   

Insulin-like growth factor 1: Hormone crucial for cell growth. Increased circulatory levels of IGF-1 increase cancer 

risk. 

Insulin signalling pathway: Biochemical pathway, which regulates some fundamental biological functions such as 

glucose and lipid metabolism, protein synthesis, cell proliferation, cell differentiation and apoptosis. 

Invasive breast cancer: Cancer that has spread from where it began in the breast to surrounding normal tissue. 

Isoflavones: Type of phytoestrogens found in plants such as soybeans. They may mimic oestrogen and have been 

shown to reduce tumour cell proliferation and induce tumour cell apoptosis and may reduce the risks of breast 

cancer, heart disease, and osteoporosis. 

Linoleic Acid: Polyunsaturated essential fatty acid found mostly in plant oils and used in the biosynthesis of 

prostaglandins and cell membranes. 

Meta-analysis: Process that analyses data from different studies done about the same subject. The results of a meta-

analysis are usually stronger than the results of any study by itself. 

Metastasis: Spread of cancer cells from the place where they first formed to another part of the body. They travel 

through the blood or lymph system and form a new tumour in other organs or tissues of the body.  

N-nitroso compounds (NOCs): Compounds found in processed meat and formed endogenously from intake of nitrite

and nitrate. Endogenous NOC formation is antagonized by nitrosation inhibitors in fruit and vegetables (e.g. vitamin 

C) and promoted by haem in red meat.

Non-starchy vegetables: Vegetables that do not contain starch. These are usually lower in sugar and higher in fibre 

than starchy vegetables. Examples are broccoli, carrots, celery, peppers, tomatoes, and courgettes.  

Oestrogen-receptor-negative: Cells that do not have a protein to which the hormone oestrogen will bind and do not 

need oestrogen to grow. Cancer cells that are oestrogen receptor negative do not need oestrogen to grow, and 

usually do not stop growing when treated with hormones that block oestrogen from binding. Also known as ER-.  

BCUK Background Briefing | Nutrition and Breast Cancer Risk 
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Oestrogen-receptor-positive: Cells that have a receptor protein that binds the hormone oestrogen. Cancer cells that 

are oestrogen receptor positive may need oestrogen to grow and may stop growing or die when treated with 

substances that block the binding and actions of oestrogen. Also called ER+. 

Phytochemical: Certain organic components of plants, that are thought to promote human health. Fruits, vegetables, 

grains, legumes, nuts and teas are rich sources of phytonutrients. 

Phytoestrogen: An oestrogen-like substance found in some plants and plant products. Phytoestrogens may have 

anticancer effects. 

Polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs): Type of chemical formed when e.g. coal, oil or meat are burned. High-

temperature cooking, such as grilling, will form PAHs in meat and other foods. Being exposed to them over a long 

time may cause cancer.  

PR-: see “Progesterone-receptor-negative” 

Progesterone-receptor-negative: Cells that do not have a protein to which the hormone progesterone will bind. 

Cancer cells that are progesterone receptor negative do not need progesterone to grow, and usually do not stop 

growing when treated with hormones that block progesterone from binding. Also called PR-. 

Proliferation: An increase in the number of cells as a result of cell growth and cell division. 

Saturated fatty acids: Type of fat with certain chemical properties that is usually solid at room temperature. Most 

saturated fats come from animal food products, but some plant oils, such as palm and coconut oil, also contain high 

levels. Eating saturated fat increases the level of cholesterol in the blood and the risk of heart disease. 

Secosteroid: Compound in which the steroid ring structure is broken. 

Serum (blood serum): Amber-coloured, protein-rich liquid that separates out when blood coagulates, used for 

medical purposes. 

Trans fat (also called trans-unsaturated fatty acids or trans fatty acids): A type of fat that is produced by 

hydrogenation and used in margarine and fried foods. Trans fats have been shown in many studies to increase the 

risk of coronary heart disease by increasing levels of “bad” cholesterol (low-density lipoprotein) and decreasing levels 

of “good” cholesterol (high-density lipoprotein) in the blood. 

Tumour: An abnormal mass of tissue that results when cells divide more than they should or do not die when they 

should. Tumours may be benign (not cancer), or malignant (cancer).  

Unsaturated fatty acids: A type of fat containing a high proportion of fatty acids with at least one double bond. 

Unsaturated fat or oil is either monounsaturated (single double bonds) or polyunsaturated (many double bonds), 

found in plants, vegetable oil, and fish, and thought to be better for your health than saturated fat.
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https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/the-truth-about-fats-bad-and-good
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